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British Columbia: Education’s Speech, First session of the Thirty-third legislature, 1983.
      HON. MR. HEINRICH: If I may be permitted, I would like to say a few words before the critics rise. With me on the floor today, Mr. Chairman, is my deputy minister, Jim Carter, and my assistant deputy minister, Jack Fleming.

      I think I could review a number of the things which have come to pass in the few short months I've had the portfolio. I recognize the contentiousness of the bill which was introduced, but it seems to me that over a period of time and with a great deal of consultation with the trustees and those involved we really did successfully conclude the ability to place a limit on school board budgets, and also the sunset clauses reintroduced to 1986.

      The fiscal framework and funding program for all school districts has caused a great deal of concern. When it was first introduced last July, it was with the distinct request to all of the players in the network to submit as much as they could in constructive criticism, and I have to advise the House they did. For the most part I think it has worked reasonably well. The overall gross operating budgets for school districts will be in the order of about $20 million less for this coming year than the previous.

      The introduction of examinations. The only schools which have administered those exams are those which are semestered; however, I think they have worked reasonably well, and I think with the reintroduction of examinations after a period of 12 years, any problems we had will certainly be worked out.

      It's no secret that we are looking at some revisions to curriculum, particularly in grades 11 and 12. I've made a commitment - and we've been working on this for some time - to finally introduce a White Paper on a new School Act, which is something I understand Ministers of Education and governments for the last 10 or 12 years have made a commitment to.

      We in the ministry are also looking at deregulation. There are something in excess of 150 regulations, many of which I believe are dated and totally unnecessary. Frankly, I would like to remove a number of them, because I think they really cause a number of problems between the ministry and the school districts and have cost impacts on the ministry and government as well as local government.

      I think probably one of the reasons we have had to take the position we did with respect to school financing is reflected in a lot of numbers. Over the last seven or eight fiscal years we have found a decline in enrolment of significant proportions, dropping from a high of roughly 525, 000 to something in the order of 482, 000. I am advised that as of September 1984 enrolment is going to be in the order of about 479, 000. It's still declining. There are some school districts, but I have to advise the House that they are very few, where there in fact have been increases. Costs have gone up significantly over that period of time: something like $900 million in 1976 to a total budget of $1.9 billion, all things included. So when you reflect on the problems we have had, they are always related to the control of funds, which are not really available in the quantities we have become used to. Revenues to the province have been drastically reduced, and it must be remembered that 51.5 percent of the budget does come from consolidated revenue. Roughly 34.5 percent comes from non-residential sources, roughly 8.5 percent from residential, and the balance of something under 5 percent from grants. With the decline in enrolment, we were finding substantial differential cost-per-student figures in various districts, even neighbouring districts. Something had to be examined.

      I think it would probably be best that I close my few comments at this time, Mr. Chairman, and allow the critics to raise the concerns they have, most of which I presume are very well founded. I would hope that we keep in mind that the object is to serve students with the funds we have available and to ensure that there is some degree of province-wide equality.

